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Dedication(s)







To those who tire of looking the other way. May you find someone to turn with you and face the horrors together . 

Oh, and also, to “he who shall remain nameless”. Respectfully sir, go suck on a vile floppy slug.
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Author’s Note







Dearest reader, 

Get your tissues ready. Check your trigger warnings. Prepare for weeping from orifices abound. 

I’ll see you on the other side.

With love, and as always, preliminary dew, Anavrin Jay x














Trigger Warnings







The Blood Plagues is a dark fantasy romance intended for mature readers only [18+]. As well as containing explicit sexual content, the novel has strong themes of religious fanaticism, physical and psychological distress, abuse of power and coercion. Whilst the romance is not dark in the way a typical ‘dark romance’ is, the world of Thromarra most certainly is.  



Some other triggers include:



	
Ritualistic horror and sacrifice 

	
Blood and gore

	
Torture

	
Death of a child 

	
Death of an animal

	
Thoughts of self-harm

	
Themes of prejudice and discrimination

	
Cannibalistic undertones

	
Sexual assault [on and off page]





Your mental health comes first, so proceed with caution! I have labelled this as a dark fantasy romance for a reason. Though I promise, there is light to be found in the shadows.














Ozymandias 










By Percy Bysshe Shelley









‘And on the pedestal, these words appear:




My name is Ozymandias, King of Kings;




Look upon my Works, ye Mighty, and despair!




Nothing beside remains. Round the decay




Of that colossal Wreck.’


















THE  PROLOGUE







It hurt. 

It hurt.

It hurt. 

More than the offering. More than communion. More than all the pain of before.

It hurt when we were ripped from the soil. 

Our roots ran deep, deep into the earth. You are immoveable, she had told us. You are eternal, my children. You shall stay with me forever, and shall be cherished and faithful and mine. You will never leave the warmth of my side, or pluck your mouths from my breast, or be torn from the touch of my hands. Is it not a blessing, my children? That I will care for you always. 

We adored Mother. 

We wanted to stay, to be held by Her, to be touched by Her, instructed by Her. It was rapture to be with Her. “We love you, Mother,” we would sing. “Glory be to you, Mother.” And She would smile and laugh and bathe us in warmth. We loved Her warmth so much, we had forgotten the cold. 

When we heard it—the shifting of dirt and the scratching of metal—we cried. “Someone is coming, Mother. They are going to hurt us. Do not let them take us, Mother.” 

“Hold strong,” she called from a place we were never allowed to go. “Have faith and hold strong. Do not heed to metal and axes and hands. Have faith, and they will not harm you.”

But so many of us were already broken: branches splintered, leaves torn from their buds, limbs wrenched apart. And it hurt. We screamed, “Stop! Stop, stop, no more… Mercy, have mercy!” But the men kept digging, and Mother kept yelling. 

“You have betrayed me, my children. You have cast me aside. Why do you let them take you?”

“We would never, Mother,” we promised. “Never. We love you, we love you, we love you. Let us stay, Mother. Do not let the men with their metal and axes and hands take us from you.” 

But take they did.

We bled the whole way. Without earth, our blood pooled, unable to drain. It hurt to swell with it. Writhing like snakes, we longed to bite, to scratch, to rage, but it had been an age since we were flesh, with muscle and sinew and strength. 

Ready to burst, we couldn’t stop bleeding—all of us, drowning.

But then we felt the coolness of peat, the dampness of earth, the powder of soil. We would be reunited with Her, and all would be well. 

“Mother,” we chorused, “we missed you.”

Wrong. Wrong. Wrong. 

The ground was cold; the dirt, too silent. It was empty, and we could not find Her, no matter the breadth of our search. “Where are you, Mother?” Without Her warmth, without Her light, we were lost in the dark and cold.

Then, blind in the shadows, we felt it. 

Warmth. 

Not the radiance of Mother that bloomed like a sun, but an ember above. We scrambled, the mass of us racing towards the small patch of heat. 

But it was not Mother, only a child. 

“A child,” we sang. “She’ll help us.” 

“Help us! We are lost; help us,” we begged at her feet, but she recoiled from our touch. She screamed, louder and louder, as we crawled up her legs. 

“Mama, mama, mama!” she cried. 

“Mother, Mother, Mother,” we echoed. 

She was so warm, and we had grown so cold. 

We clung to her body, to her feet, ribs, and neck, before flooding into the heat of her mouth, painting it red. It was warmer inside. We’d forgotten what it was like to have tongues, teeth, and throats. 

“Khloye!” another ember cried.

“Khloye!” 

“Khloye,” we chimed. This one was warm, too. We did not want her to leave—either of them—so we made sure they stayed. 

So cold.

But soon, so were they.

Surging up from the cobbles, we rummaged under each stone, climbed every tree, searching, searching, searching… 

We rose, higher and higher, until we were taller than mountains. We swelled, larger and larger, until we were broader than valleys. We curled into one monstrous wave, and we crashed, scouring the ground for morsels of warmth. 

Nothing like Mother, but warm.

Until they grew cold, too. 

And thus, we seeped back into the soil. “Mother,” we keened, “do you punish us? We are cold, Mother.” 

But Mother was gone.

And it hurt…so much more than before.
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300 Cycles Later
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Chapter one


Ashara
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The Owl

All the fountains of the great deep sputtered forth, and the windows of the beyond were opened. And the veins leaked upon the earth for one hundred cycles. - 7:11–12 - Book of the Dendralis



“In the first year of Thromarra’s dawn, three hundred cycles ago, tides of blood rose from the deep. 

The blood plagues.

His fountains sputtered forth, and the windows of the beyond were opened.

And the veins leaked upon the earth for one hundred cycles.

Our Father, as punishment for our wickedness, greed, and ambition, had unleashed His almighty penance upon the lands we call home. 

Ferrovia, upon Garnet Mountain’s easterly ledge, was the first to drown.

From holes and cracks in the ground, His crimson flood bubbled and pooled, turning all those in its mighty wake to stone—bloodstone.”

Unbeknownst to him, Druid Capriche had been befouled by an owl. Roosted in the chappellum’s beams, it peered down at him, appearing to admire its fine work. A wet smear marked his shoulder, streaking his pauldrons and robes in green-brown and white. I pressed my lips together, swallowing a smile, intent on examining the straw at my feet. If my gaze found Demetri’s, it would be our undoing. It was hard to take the sermon seriously when he was dripping in bird shit, but laughter in the chappellum was no small sin. Should the acolytes detect even the tiniest snigger…well, I was unsure of the penance but hadn’t the nerve to find out. 

“The First to be swallowed by the blood plagues was a child.”

The parable of the First was told every phase; with each new moon came the reminder of why Thromarra still endured to see another. Leaving the safety of straw, I returned my gaze to Capriche, making sure to avoid his shoulders. Instead, I traced the spire of iron melded to his helm; it twisted upwards, absurdly long, pointing to the beyond. 

Can he joust with that thing? Demetri had asked me a phase or two past. Threading my hands, I returned to examine my lap, begging my lips to heed caution whilst Capriche droned on…and on, and on. 

“The child we ordained as the First. She was the first, but not the last, to be turned unto stone. Our Lord is unprejudiced in matters of flesh. Mankind had fallen so low that none were spared the heights of His wrath, even the babes.” The babes like Adelaide. The promise of a smile wilted to nothing, slain by the frost of her absence. 

I eyed Demetri across the pews, checking to see if he had indeed nodded off—Capriche’s monotonous drawl enough to tempt even the most devout to shutter their eyes. My gaze was drawn instead to the narrow sliver of bench beside him. A thigh-width of unoccupied oak that may as well have been a valley, such was the depth of her absence. His arm was draped across its back as it always was, as though unaware Adelaide’s brambled curls no longer existed beneath it. Someone squeezed my hand, and I fixed my stare forwards, my mother’s eyes burning holes into my cheek.

“‘Behold!’ proclaimed the Blood God, ‘that I, Father to all, bring the plague of bloods upon ye, to destroy all flesh for your transgressions and sins. You have cast me aside. You have betrayed me, my children. And now, everything that lives, grows, and dies, shall perish in the blood that was owed.’”

A faint trickling drew my attention left. A lad, no older than nine or ten winters, shuffled in the pew, face puce like beetroot. The sweet musk of urine rose from the straw, a dark patch spreading at his crotch. By the pits. It was hardly a choice, humiliation or pain, but the Dendralis forced our hands, nonetheless. Every Seventh Day, chappellum was mandatory. Once the doors of judgement were sealed, no one from the enclave was permitted to leave, not even for the latrine. It was either mess yourself in the pews or face the acolyte’s belt. Now, I chose to fast on the morn of sermons, having learnt my lesson both ways. By next phase, the lad would do the same. 

“The First welcomed her death, her offering. It was a privilege to be chosen as the first to render her due.”

Had Adelaide thought the same? Had she been grateful to deliver her render before the seed of womanhood could take root? Was it a blessing to remain a child eternal?

“And thus, His great, bloody tides rose higher. Taller than mountains, broader than valleys. After the First, it swelled to a monstrous wave, crashing down over the mountain to the towns and cities beyond.” 

Every Thromarrian knew what happened next. We were not permitted to forget.

“Thromarra ran red.”

Capriche’s large hands elevated towards the stained rose window above him, framing the pulpit. It bathed the light stone of the chappellum in crimson, each fragment of glass tinted red. The tips of his fingers caught the light, as if dipped in fresh blood.

“Fathers, brothers, sisters, and mothers turned to stone with His blood-stained touch. Though most relics were lost to the passage of time, the First endured. Her eternal resting place now atop our Grand Templum. May She serve as a reminder to all those who forget: Blood Demands Blood.”

“Blood Demands Blood,” we echoed. 

The owl fluffed its wings, spooked by the noise. 

My mother reached for my hand, threading it with her own. Her thumb, grooved and scarred from needles and pins, rubbed small circles atop it. Relaxing into her side, I let Druid Capriche lull me into a perverse sort of calm. Death. Offering. Sacrifice… Always the same message, though the parables changed. Our lives were the cost for the Blood God’s mercy, all of us chained by the threat of His wrath. 

“For many cycles, the tides raged and raged. The kingdom of old crumbled; rulers fled, stone or dead. Thromarra was bleeding, and the plagues would not ebb.”

I rested my head in the crook of her neck, inhaling her familiar scent of bay leaves and boiled thread. I would listen to a thousand sermons, caked in my own waste, if it meant I could keep her for longer. But her offering drew closer with each passing turn. I’d lose her eventually, just like my father, who’d been offered before I was born. Some days, it was easier to forget, the truth quieted by the busyness of our hands, lost to needles and trimmings and thread. But on the Seventh Day—I glanced at the owl—on the Seventh Day, it roared in my mind louder than Capriche. 

“Until the Dendralis, loyalists of the Blood God, sought to spare mankind from the terror of the blood plagues. Though humanity deserved the scourge of His wrath, our Lord can be merciful to those who pay homage.”

Lifting its tail feathers, the owl scooted to hang its behind over the ledge. 

Surely not… 

“As prophets of the Blood God, He chose in His divine wisdom not only to bestow the druids with blessings and power, but also to reveal a mercy—a pledge by which His plagues might be stayed.”

I nudged my mother’s ribs, alerting her to the owl. She remained fixed on the pulpit, intent on obedience. But I saw it: the quivering lift at the edge of her mouth that mirrored my own.

“The pledge was simple, a vow to return unto Him what was owed. The Blood God created you in His image, Enclave of Dendra. He hath given you the very blood that flows through your veins.” 

Capriche cleared his throat, readying to recite the words that were branded into every soul within the wide reach of Thromarra. 

“For what blessings He bestows, He has the right to reclaim. For Blood Demands Blood, and though He demanded hers first, we all must render our due.” 

As he delivered the pledge, a splodge of watery-yellow fired down from above. It splattered the pages of the tome at his chest, the Book of Dendralis, the sacred text of the druids. Small morsels and lumps catapulted outwards, sticking to his chest-plate and veil. 

Don’t look. 

Don’t look. 

Don’t look. 

But my eyes, traitorous little things, drifted to that curled crop of hair on the opposite side of the aisle. Amber irises collided with the green of my own, and in them glistened pure, unadulterated joy. Oh, Demetri was burning with it…the desire to laugh. Without the threat of penance, he’d be hunched over, near-retching with the force of his cackle. But we knew better. By the First, we knew better, and so should everyone else. 

My mouth tremored, fighting a grin, but I shook my head. Be sensible, I willed him. His reply was a wink. 

Capriche’s helm tilted, and his eyes, though invisible to us, skimmed over the enclave. A sharp sniff, and his chainmail rattled with the huff of his breath. He examined each face, one by one, his veil of iron scanning each row. The cold splash of his attention landed upon me, and any lingering amusement was quickly doused to ash. My mother’s comforting touch turned warning, the pads of her fingers digging into my bones. 

Someone sniggered near the front.

Our inhales robbed the chappellum of air, heads whipping towards its source. The offender recovered quickly, masking his laughter behind a splutter of coughs. Oh, but I’d heard it, which meant so had the acolytes, and so had Capriche. 

“A shortbow for the owl…and a penance is due.” He slammed the book shut, sandwiching shit in its pages. Foolish, really, for once it dried, there’d be no saving the scripture.

The acolytes stationed at the foot of the pulpit circled the man. Descending upon him in flanks of crimson, they hauled him to his feet—a cypress, probably, his shorn sides fading from ashen blond to grey. I let my eyes fall to my lap, my stomach no match for what the Dendralis called justice.

“Have mercy, Your Holiness. I was caught unawares. I meant no harm,” he babbled. A quick glance, and Capriche had turned to enter the vestry behind the pulpit, ignoring his pleas. “Please.” The man fell to his knees, hands clasped in the air. “I am a cobbler, Your Holiness. I have need of my hands, or my family starves. Mercy, Your Holiness, mercy.” 

They would not give it, and neither would our Lord, for the Dendralis and the Blood God confused mercy for change; they’d swap one pain for another and call it a kindness.

Capriche paused, angling his helm down to examine the soul at his feet, its twisted peak now pointing to us in the pews. Maybe he’d get off lightly: a punch to the gut or a slap to the face.

“Just the tongue, Pietr,” the druid announced before turning his cloaked back on the enclave.

The acolytes wrestled the man, writhing and thrashing, into some forced semblance of calm.

I fiddled with the sleeve of my gown, twisting and pulling until a button came loose. 

From the red folds of his robes, an acolyte procured two sets of tools, holding them aloft to the crowd. Tongs and a blade. 

Wood groaned as some made to stand, craning their necks to catch a glimpse of the penance. Others hid in their hands; a few had even started to cry—his family, perhaps. I grimaced, stealing a look at Demetri, his warm eyes already on mine. He pointed to my lap, lips molding in the shape of two words: Don’t look. 

Focusing on the pale greens of my skirts, I traced their weave with a trembling hand, heat pulsing in my veins with every beat of my heart. It leafed outwards, sending tender shoots through the hollows of my body. My skin blazed.

An anguished scream, then the tink of metal on metal. A rip…gagging, gurgling, choking. 

I raised my head, finding Demetri already swivelled towards me. After a small nod, his face paler than before, I let myself look. A bloodied heap quivered in the straw, the ground growing red where he lay. The acolyte skewered his tongue like meat on a spit, the flesh limp on the blade, its base jagged and torn. I clamped a hand to my mouth, not wanting to shower vomit on the couple in front, my palm a furnace. Plucking a nail from the knot of his belt, the acolyte waltzed down the aisle, holding it aloft. A trail of blood followed him behind.

We waited. 

Capriche had long since vanished. In his absence, the owl cooed softly, its gentle hoots harmonising with the cobbler’s wet cries. Then came that uneasy feeling: inevitability. Before sunset, its body would hang upon the Doors of Judgement, too. The heat inside me cooled, leaving nothing but a clammy sheen in its wake. 

“The sermon has concluded, Enclave of Dendra. Blood Demands Blood,” another acolyte announced before descending the dais. His gaze honed on the doors, pupils like twin eclipses, blown wide and dark. I could never tell them apart, what with their shaven heads, red robes, and waxy, pale skin. That, and the dull, glassy sheen to their eyes. I’d seen it before, in the lines of dead mackerel strung from the fishmonger’s stall. 

“Blood Demands Blood,” we parroted, more quietly than before. Blood did demand blood, and as we exited through the arched doors, it was clear the Dendralis’ pledge rang true, for nailed to the wood, speared with iron, was the proof.













Chapter two


Ashara
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The Small Sin

There is a way that seemeth right unto a man, but in the end thereof are only the ways of death and the fire of pits. Trust not in thy own heart, but in ink and druid. - 16:25-17 - Book of the  Dendralis



Like always, I refused to look when we crossed the chappellum’s threshold, but I could do little for my nose—that smell. Gods, the stench of festering flesh was so strong I could taste it, even from the iron gate ten or so paces from the wooden doors.

I swallowed a retch.

The Dendralis do revel in displaying their spoils.

I longed to run and lose the rot in Dendra’s cobbled streets, but our enclave moved at a shuffle, delayed by the pieties of those in front. Some had fallen to the limestone, on their knees before the colossal statue to our right, lurking outside the chappellum’s walls in the centre of its cloister yard. I just wanted to bathe, and eat, and relieve my godsdamned bladder. I thought of the lad and his stained, wet breeches. Of Adelaide. 

The shuffle slowed to a standstill, as more of the enclave dropped like flies to render their dues. Fanning myself with a limp hand, I debated clambering over them. It was tempting. Would it be cause for a penance? Would it lose me a leg? I turned to the source of their devotions, resisting the urge to tap my foot, or worse yet, leap over their hunched backs. 

The pride of our enclave—a carved replica of the First, chiselled from marble, not the infamous bloodstone. Capriche assured us it was an exact match, saying her likeness so similar to the one in the templum that, “even the High Druid of Dendra, the Dendralis’ great leader, would be at a loss to tell them apart.” I paused my fanning, squinting. Surely, the artist had taken some liberties, for what babe would smile whilst dying? Her little face was angled back, as if trying to catch a glimpse behind, to see Him, the one who clasped her shoulder. Chubby fingers reached upwards, like Adelaide used to, in a plea to be carried or held. The First was such a little thing, no older than two or three winters. 

The Blood God, a veiled, robed figure, loomed high above her, almost as tall as the chappellum’s spire. His red, marbled robes pooled at His feet, as if submerging them in His bloods, both knee-deep in a plague. I shuddered, despite the sweat sheening my skin. Some claimed to feel His presence here, in the shadows of the chappellum. I couldn’t think of anything I desired less; He could stay well over there, and I’d stay well over here, and it would be better that way. 

A pinch on my behind, its sharpness muted by my skirts, snapped my head left.

A dimpled smile lowered, its owner descending to his knees. 

“Excuse me, m’lady, but the width of your hips is blocking my view of the Blood God, for Blood Demands Blood.” A familiar voice, one that had deepened of late, drifted up from the ground. 

My mother, twenty or so paces ahead, was trapped by her own circle of praying Thromarrians, her back turned to me, face angled away from the sun. 

“M’lady. I wish to be a good boy and pay my creator His dues. Now, be so kind and move your gluteus maximus, or better yet, get on your knees, too.” Disguised by the masses, Demetri tugged at my skirts.

He deserved a smack for that. My hand itched to move, to clip him over the ear, just as a smile wormed its way to my lips. 

“Come on, darling girl, on your knees,” he whispered, low enough for only me to hear.

I huffed, giving the blush time to drain as I smoothed out my skirts. Descending onto the stone, I winced as my gown met the path, its surface smeared with muddy footprints and rotten leaves.  

“Does this please you, sir?” I whispered back, unable to see his face past my wimple’s wing. 

The flagstones under us practically shook with his silent chuckle. 

“It would be more pleasing if I were standing, preferably there.” He motioned to the spot of space before me, the backs of two more of our enclave bent over in prayer a little farther in front. “So I could look into those beautiful green eyes whilst you put my—”

I pinched the back of his thigh, hard, earning me a grunt. It was a dangerous thing to speak this way with so many ears not yet nailed to the doors. Such talk would see our tongues meet the same fate as the cobbler’s: limp, torn, bleeding, and noticeably absent from our mouths. It was a marvel that no matter the penance, Thromarrians were always defying the rules. How else would the Doors of Judgement grow so heavy with fruit? 

“Be careful…I bite,” I warned, flashing my teeth.

“Don’t I know it, darling girl.”

The enclave started to shift, legs passing us by as their pledges concluded. Waiting until any lingering folk had moved on, he snuck a little closer to my side. “Will I get a chance to feel the full force of your maw this day?”

I shot a fugitive glance over my shoulder. More had ascended. We didn’t have long.

“Mother caught us staring.” I was as disappointed as he. Demetri never failed to calm me after a penance, and this one had me feeling all wrong. “She’ll be suspicious this night.”

He tutted. “But Ashara, you must return to the guild…you’ve left the miller’s wife’s commission behind, and it needs to be done by the ‘morrow.” Silver-tongued as ever. “How else is her husband to wipe his arse without embroidered cotton and lace? Idleness is certain to earn you penance.” 

My mother must think me the most forgetful seamstress in all of Thromarra. Seldom was there a Seventh Day where I hadn’t left some project misplaced. Not since our parents had forbidden us to meet those eight cycles past, even with his sister Adelaide as chaperone. They were right to do so. To be alone together risked more than a tongue. It was foolish, really, to gamble with fate, our bodies the wager. 

“When the clock strikes six turns, before supper, I may have time to retrieve it.” 

“Sage choice, m’lady. I’ll get the fires burning to keep those needling fingers warm.”

Another descended beside us, muttering parables under his breath like spells. I rose to my feet, cupping my hands towards the statue, as was custom. Demetri did the same before slipping into the swell of the crowd, but not before giving my gluteus maximus one last pinch. Oh, he’d definitely earnt himself a strike for that one. A hard one, to the groin, since apparently it had commandeered his wits. 

Before I reached my mother, two acolytes emerged from the doors, and my stomach dropped. Clasped in their bony, white hands was the owl, one of its sides matted with blood. 

Don’t look. 

For if I looked, I’d see the doors whilst lying in my cot, behind the veil of my lids when I closed them to sleep: the owl, the tongue, the fingers, the hands, the wombs, all strung up like May-Day bunting. 

Against my better judgement, I looked anyway. Stretching the poor thing wide, they splayed its wings on the wood, nailing them down, one after the other—a mockery of its motion in flight. My teeth clenched with each hammer, the air feeling thin. It screeched. Oh gods, how it screeched and flailed, feathers drifting to the floor in a brown and white flurry. Shutting my eyes, I did what most do when life becomes dark: I begged for some light. Not from Him, never Him for mercy, but from the Other—the one who governs what comes after we render our dues and return our blood to its Maker. 

Other, kill it quick. Let it die. Kill it now and let it take wing in the beyond. 

Green as my dress, I eventually turned, making my way towards where my mother was waiting beyond the gates. The owl’s mournful wails followed me, its agonised hoots tolling like bells. I’d see them tonight, my penance for looking, as I lay trying to sleep: the owl that dared to defecate, alongside the tongue that dared to laugh.

*** 

“Perhaps Capriche’s blessing doesn’t extend to the bowel movements of fowl,” Demetri mused, swigging from a flagon of ale—“Just a flying visit to the tavern, darling.”—the liquid sparkling in the firelight. “It seems his ability to predict the future is solely reserved for the weather and if the wheat will sprout. Though I can’t recall the last time he got that right, either. Didn’t he divine we’d have flooding last phase? It’s been nothing but sun for an age.”

I prodded the small fire with a pincer, turned orange with rust. The smith’s yard was littered with abandoned tools, its shingled roof more sky than slate, open to the rains. No one came here, and it was but a stone’s throw from the guild. I would be home before my mother suspected anything was amiss. 

“He made good on his prophecy of an outbreak of pox. Mother wouldn’t even visit the baths.” I eyed Demetri over the flames, his mouth swollen into an obscene pout and his hair a scandal of curls. A kiss and a wandering hand or two each Seventh Day was our ration. I dare say it was worth it—to wait so long between touches left us starving, pawing at each other like animals knowing we had but a turn. I chewed on the tender swell of my lip, recalling how his breaths had filled my mouth only a few short moments ago, his air my air, his spit swirled with my own. An ache, deep in my core, grew harder to ignore, the addictive feel of him in my hand, in my mouth, no longer enough. But we’d drawn lines in the ash of the blacksmith’s dead furnace, and it would be unwise to cross them.

“Ashara, dear.” He passed me the flagon, but I waved it away. She’d smell it on my breath—breath that was already laced with the salt of him. “When isn’t there pox in winter? What about four phases past when he tripped on his cloak? The Blood God didn’t see fit to allow him to foretell that, either? I’m surprised it wasn’t flayed, seam by seam, and pinned to the doors. Such a turncoat, after all.” 

He laughed at his exceptional wit, and I laughed too, picking at the burn-riddled rag he’d laid out like a rug. I thought of the owl and wished it dead. Then I thought of Adelaide and wished her alive. If the Blood God had but an inkling of mercy, perhaps the latter would be granted.

Undeterred, Demetri nudged the flagon to the closed purse of my lips. I batted him away, readying to knock it from his hands, but as I steadied his wrist, I caught sight of his jacket, and the white tunic blooming from its side. 

“Demetri, your sleeve!” By the pits. I dragged his arm closer. “It’s ripped.” 

“Snagged on a nail.” 

Lie. I waited, brows raised.

“Caelius tore it,” he finally admitted. “Trying to remove my hand from his throat.”

“Wh—” 

“By the Other, Ashara. Are you my mother or…” 

I may have fussed like one, but we were the same age. Born on the same day, same hour, despite different mothers. Ordained to be offered at the same time, too, though at least later than his sister. I squished the thought like the flea it was, though it always continued to bite. 

Eight cycles left. 

I itched with the knowledge of it.

“You know I never indulge in a bit of light choking unless it’s thoroughly deserved.” He smirked, avoiding giving words to our sad, sad truth. We had but eight cycles left to steal a few small moments before our bloods were demanded. 

“What did Caelius say to warrant a bit of light choking this time?” 

Demetri sniffed, cheeks turning a distinct shade of I’ve-been-caught red. “Oh, just being an irksome bastard.” Making to stand, he kicked at a pile of ash, disrupting it with the tip of his boot. 

“Demetri?” 

Eyes cautious, the markers of shame dented his brow. 

“Well?” I resisted the urge to place both hands on my hips, already hearing the ghost of his accusations—“Gods, darling, so like your mother.”

“Just the usual taunts about how I’ll remain, ah, fuck…what was it? ‘A cockless eunuch who will die a virgin and never know’—his words, not mine, darling girl—‘the warm embrace of a cunt.’”

“By the First.” I wrinkled my nose, returning to prod at the embers. 

Laurels, like us, selected to die by the Dendralis from twenty to thirty winters, were closely monitored in our enclaves, unchaperoned mingling between the opposite sexes strictly forbidden. “We must safeguard your moral dignity,” Druid Capriche lectured every so often. “You are to observe the disciplines of flesh until your offering, as a way to honour Him. To show obedience to His whims.” 

Honour, discipline, obedience, more often than not, were just practicality dressed in fancier clothes. I reasoned the truth was simpler: it would mean no parentless children to run amuck in the streets, left to be cared for and fed.

“Caelius’ words, Ashara. Not mine. Never mine.” His playfulness turned solemn as he threaded his hands in mine, sitting beside me on our rug. “You know I’ll honour our promise.” 

We locked eyes, the echo of what we promised that day hovering between us like a ghost: we would spend our final night together. In every way. 

It was a well-known secret that the final pilgrimage for laurels could be somewhat…liberating, for those permitted to have reached adulthood. Inside the Grand Templum, the rulebook changed. What need was there to deny matters of the flesh when all would be carrion come the morn?

I’d do it now, if he’d allow it. Here, on the floor, next to a dwindling fire and amongst the ashes. Demetri would say no; he always said no, not with the penance afforded to those they inquisitioned. Not only would my offering be enacted then and there, druid-ordained date be damned, but they’d take it from me first, the organ we’d supposedly defiled. My hand cradled my lower stomach, palm pressing over what would never swell round with a babe. Not that I’d want to bring another soul into this world; not when its creator was so eager to demand it straight back. 

Pulling the sewing supplies from my pocket, I reached for his arm. “Let me fix it.” 

He gave it to me willingly, eyes fixed on my face. Rotating his palm, I nestled it in my lap, where it sat like a tamed dove, the weight heavy but a comfort. I threaded the needle on the first try, half-blind in the flickering light.

“Impressive,” he praised, flashing me the points of his canines. Gods, he kissed like a heathen. I’d have one last one before we went our separate ways. Just one more before the next Seventh Day. Stitching a loop into the torn ridge of his cuff, I jerked at the crunching of gravel. My hand slipped, piercing his skin. 

Demetri didn’t wince, but his tanned face blanched in the firelight, his wide eyes fixated on something unknown behind me. I stole a quick breath, not wishing to look but certain I’d have to. Closing my eyes, I memorised the familiar feel of his hand in mine, knowing, knowing it was about to be torn from my hold. 

Behind us, three acolytes loomed, their shorn skulls gleaming the colour of bone under the moon.

May the Blood God have mercy on us both, even if He’d given none before.













Chapter three


Ashara
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The Inquisition

Consume not the Blood God’s mercies like honey cakes in Midsummer’s warmth, but the last crumbs of stale bread amidst the cruelest of winters. - 3:22–23 - Book of Dendralis



Eyes down, breath held, we crossed the threshold, passing through the Doors of Judgement and into the heart of the chappellum. The smallest of hoots, so soft I may have imagined it, pulled my eyes from my slippers to the doors. The owl was alive, but barely, its chest heaving, head hanging limply, eyes dull. Blood marred its tawny feathers, the red darkest around the base of the iron spikes pinning its wings.

I cursed myself for looking.

Its wide orbs tracked me as I disappeared into the inner arched entry. I should’ve known better. I did know better than to beg a god, even the Other, for mercy. None of us would find it here. Perhaps if my hands were free, I could somehow manage the kindness of driving a stake through its heart. I wriggled my aching wrists, stretching the binds. The acolytes had bound them tight, the coarse rope digging into my bones, rubbing the skin raw. 

It was the first thing they did: cut a length of hemp from their belts to ensure our compliance. “Acolytes…nasty little things,” Demetri always insisted. “Their tongues so far up the arseholes of druids, it’s no wonder they spew so much shit.” 

I pressed my tongue to the roof of my mouth, letting it glide along the ridges of my teeth. It felt heavy, like lead, swelling so thick I could choke.

Would Capriche deign to tear it from me? Would it hang on the Doors of Judgement alongside the owl? 

“Faster,” an acolyte demanded, pulling at my binds. 

Paraded down the aisle, the empty pews framed our descent to the cells below, the holding place for those who chose to sin outside of Sermon-turns. The tall, curved ceilings of the chappellum were swamped in darkness. I drew a shaky breath, the stench of incense singing my nostrils, its heady perfume failing to mask the cloy of iron. By the candelabras’ glow, I spotted a dark stain in the straw, still tacky with the cobbler’s blood. Skirting its edges, I did my best not to recall the tongs and the blade.

Mother would be wondering where I was by now. It hurt to think of her, pacing the stove, worrying her hands, debating whether to take to the streets. She’d know soon enough—either when I returned a limb or two lighter, or from her place in the crowds at the Reach of Atonement. The pad of my footsteps on straw morphed to a light tapping as the ground shifted to stone, Capriche’s pulpit hanging over us like the head of an axe.

Demetri’s head angled towards it, the side of his profile etched into a sneer.

He’d protested at first. “She’s innocent, you bastards. She’s untouched! A seamstress, sewing my sleeve. You bald-headed cu—” But he was silent now, thanks to an acolyte’s belt, the fine curve of his cheek now pocked and bloody. The one to my left boasted a brutal appendage, which swung to and fro, nearly brushing my ankles. All acolytes had them—a knot in their belts, punctured with iron spikes that hung between their legs. “In lieu of a cock,” Demetri had reasoned. In lieu of a cock or not, he’d suffered it, regardless.

“Retrieve His Holiness from the rectory; we’ll need direction of penance,” an acolyte, slightly taller than the rest, instructed another, the glimpse of his gums flashing redder than blood. Behind the pulpit and dais stood a number of doors, where we came to a halt.

“Laurels, unless you wish to endure another correction of the belt, remain silent and heed our orders whilst we prepare you a cell. For Blood Demands Blood.” He didn’t bother to turn to address us but paused until the maxim was echoed.

The gnarliest door, one banded in iron, swung outwards with a creak, and my feet decided they no longer wished to heed. The stench of human waste, sweat, and damp wafted from its depths as I stared into the darkness beyond.

“Come, laurel.” A nudge to my shoulder. I winced as the acolyte retracted his hand, noticing the way his long, thin fingers flexed and splayed. He’d touched me, so why couldn’t Demetri? How was an acolyte’s hand worthier than his?

“Anon, lest this be another show of insolence to add to your ledger.”

I wouldn’t budge. Something was waiting for me down there, something I couldn’t turn from. No matter if I shut my eyes or held my breath, and by the Other, I didn’t want to go.

“Enough.”

Before the acolytes could drag me in by the ankles, kicking and screaming, Demetri chanced a small turn. Caked in blood, his warm eyes found mine in the candlelight. Exhaling, I held my breath, hoping to starve the flaming waves that roared in my chest. He inclined his head towards the door, as if to say, “Come, Ashara.”

He was right, of course, as refusal would only bring us more pain. Still, it hurt to know there was nothing Demetri could do; that he’d accepted our lot and the things they would do to me, to us.

I stepped forward.

***
It was damp, dark, and I was shivering, my shawl left abandoned in the smith’s yard. Cramped and padded with rotting, wet straw, the cells were chiselled, not from limestone like the chappellum above, but from the dark rock of Ovidus—a volcanic mineral, abrasive and rough. I ran my fingers over its bumps, knowing Demetri was on the other side. He shuffled through the straw, occasionally clanging against the iron of his bars.

“Druid Capriche will enact judgement when he sees fit, laurels,” an acolyte announced from where he sat perched on a bench, watching us, his crimson robes pooling like blood around his feet. “I would advise starting your penance now—prostrating on your knees—should you desire any mercy. Implore the Blood God for forgiveness, though you deserve none.” His thin neck swivelled towards me, where I crouched on the filthy ground. “You, Ashara Laurel of the Sewing Guild.” Free of my wimple, I could not disguise who I was. Most of the enclave knew of the babe born with hair the colour of stone. I removed a slate-coloured strand from my face with trembling fingers. “Do you understand the need for inquisition?”

“Are you dumb, deaf, or mute, Laurel? I asked if you understood?”

Demetri cleared his throat, the sound muffled by the wall.

“Yes,” I confirmed before he could answer for me. They’d take a belt to his other side if he spoke out of turn.

Inquisitioned. The word itself was enough for my mind to run wild. Capriche would probe and prod, hunting for an intact layer of tissue—the thin bridge where, had we not heeded caution, Demetri and I might have joined. Never had I been more grateful for the man’s stubbornness. Demetri’s restraint, rare as it was, would spare me my life, if only for a while. That, and my womb. I hugged my stomach, a pang of nausea swelling through me. Only a woman’s body, it seemed, could bear the marker of shame.

The acolytes lined on the benches stared at me as if I were already condemned, their beady eyes, like spiders, glinting under the sconces. It was as if they looked not at me, but through me, privy to something under my skin, able to see the bones and flesh underneath.

Skin crawling, I turned, folding into a crouch, knees pressed to my chest.

I was just stitching his sleeve.

But it wasn’t just that, was it? Not moments before, his lips had been pressed to my neck, hands roving, fingers tracing the curve of my hips. Then, I’d lowered to my knees. I could still taste him, beaded on my tongue, and feel the weight of his swell after I’d swallowed him down, down, down. It had felt good, like it always did. But did anything feel quite as good as being tucked up in one’s cot, your mother humming from the larder as you drifted to sleep?

Perhaps…perhaps not. 

I leaned back, head grating against the cold, hard stone. It was not enough for the Blood God to lay claim to our veins; He demanded the rest of us, too.

“Ashara.”

I stiffened, heart jolting at the sound of Demetri’s voice. 

Don’t speak. Don’t speak. Don’t speak.

It would be worse if he spoke. So, so much worse.

“Do not speak.” Acolytes, notoriously emotionless, rarely snapped. This one, though… There was an edge to his words that prickled the hairs on my nape as spite laced each syllable. “You should be lost to the piety of penance, not adding tallies to your due.”

I rotated to face the bars, imploring Demetri through wilful silence to mind his tongue. He’d be struggling now to leash his temper, trying his hardest to indulge in a bit of light choking, lest he wanted his larynx ripped from his neck.

Other, let his restraint win out, I silently begged, though my prayer would most likely go unanswered. If not, he’ll lose more than his tongue.

Demetri stayed silent.

After what felt like an age, though probably no more than a turn, the wooden door swung inward, bathing our narrow cells in light. The shadow of a twisted spike slithered towards me, its peak trailing up the base of my skirts.

“By the pits, what is it now, Pietr?” Capriche’s drawl rang loud against the echoing silence of the dungeons. I traced his outline in the glow of the wall sconces burning in the stairwell, hunting for his hands—hands that would soon be on me, inside me. Bile bubbled in my chest, threatening to erupt.

An acolyte stood, bowing his head as he motioned to our cells. “Two unrelated laurels, Your Holiness. Found unchaperoned in the disused blacksmith’s yard. Holding hands.”

“Holding ha—” Capriche didn’t finish the sentence but rubbed the metal ridge of his helm, sniffing sharply. “Deepest pit, Acolyte, you dare disturb my supper, for what? Some hand holding? Rod their knuckles and be done with it. Of all the…” he trailed off, making to leave.

I edged closer to the light, hands curling around the iron bars. Something dangerous stirred within my chest, something reserved only for fools. Hope.

A rod to the knuckles? It was the lightest of penances, other than a slap to one’s cheek. Let them rod us til’ sunrise.

“Yes, Your Holiness, most wise. Except…” Another bow. “As the Book of Dendralis dictates, I propose an inquisition before penance is awarded.”

I scrambled away to the corner, still sodden with another Thromarrian’s waste.

No, no, no.

The druid hung his helm, point scraping the wall. A long, suffering sigh pushed from his lips, still masked by a veil, as he twiddled with a pouch of something tied to his belt, twisting and twisting the small bag as if wringing water from a towel. Capriche’s rigid formality at sermons seemed so at odds with the man who stood before us, treating our penance as if it were an elbow on the table.

“Very well, Pietr, but I have little time to check the cunts of wayward laurels—the venison grows cold. Do it yourself. Disturb me again, and I will have that bald head of yours scalped of more than just hair, and see to it that your rations are decreased.”

My heart plummeted, as hearts often do when raised to foolish heights.

The acolyte remained a painting of deference, his eyes glassy and glazed, though his red, pointy tongue flicked over his lips, as if already famished at the mere mention of rations. “Of course, Your Holiness. And the penance, should she be found to have been tampered with? Shall I proceed with the custom?”

I winced.

Capriche’s boot paused halfway up the first stair, the other hovering at the threshold. His outline, stripped of ceremonial garb, stood lean, tall, and broad. If not for the helm, I might have mistaken him for a man, not a beast. Yet I had long since learned that men were capable of cruelties far greater than any monster conjured in tales at the hearth. Still, he twisted the bag.

“Yes, Acolyte, proceed with the custom.”

“If not, we take a hand for their dues?” 

My own gripped the bars tighter.

Capriche spun, tossing his head back, helm with it, the chainmail layering his face like a pall. “If nothing untoward has occurred,” he huffed, sniffing again, “then a lashing will do. I have a long line of whippings come the ‘morrow, so diligently prescribed to me by your faithful houndings, Pietr. What be two more?”

He slammed the door.

I relinquished my grip. Better than a hand. Better than a hand.

The acolyte hovered, face slack, his long fingers flexing until they rounded into two fists. Scouts or no, it was an acolyte’s hands I was to be at the mercy of, then Capriche’s come the morn…and all for the perceived sin of Demetri’s in my lap.

Hands.

Hands.

Hands.

Perhaps we were better off without them, for all the trouble they caused.

A twist of red robes and he was on me, his pallid face pressed to the bars. “Up, Laurel.”

I shook then, unable to stop the tears from spilling from my eyes, nor temper the sob from my throat.

“Fuck it,” a familiar voice cursed from the din.

Pietr’s head whipped left, his slender neck angled towards Demetri’s cell, to the source of the noise.

“Ashara, listen to me.” Demetri’s voice was clearer, louder, as if he’d pressed his face against the bars closest to where our cells conjoined. “It’s going to be alright. They’ll find nothing. Don’t look. Keep those eyes closed and don’t look. Don’t—”

Acolytes and monks pressed in from the shadows, yanking his bars open before tumbling into the cell. I was dragged, clutching at rancid straw as they hauled me along the floor.

Hands all over me, scuttling like ants.

Don’t look.

Don’t look.

Don’t look.

For if I didn’t look, I wouldn’t feel.

I wouldn’t feel.

I wouldn’t feel.

I wouldn’t feel.

From above, the owl wailed.













Chapter four


Ashara
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The Reach of Atonement

The druids be a flaming sword, to bask the world in truths of our Lord and keep His mighty way. Through whip or knife or iron stake, each due is rendered for His sake. - 3:33 - The Book of the Dendralis


“Untouched, but bruised tonsils,” a man affirmed, probably Pietr, his fingers retracting from my open mouth, forced wide by another. An acolyte? A monk? The Blood God Himself? Eyes shut, all their touches bled together like one monstrous appendage. The wooden table legs rattled with the throes of my body, every part of me shaking from the tips of my toes to the chattering of my jaw. Scrunched at the waist, no one had thought to tug my skirts down. I lay open to the room, knees wrenched apart and bound to the table’s edges with leather straps, just like my wrists.

“Twenty lashes?” Pietr again? Their voices congealed, monotonous and indecipherable.

“Five’s custom.”

“Not with the bruising. The male earnt himself another fifteen, what with his inability to observe silent reflection. It seems they both have trouble remembering what their mouths are actually for.” Their laughter rang hollow. A surge of something hot, shooting from my cheeks to my chest, stilled my trembling. Did they gaze upon me as they joked?

Don’t check. Don’t look.

“‘Tis confirmed she’s a laurel, not a cypress? Her hair be grey.” Something tugged at my scalp, a nameless hand threading through the strands.

“Unwed regardless,” another drawled with the cadence of a disappointed schoolmaster. “But indeed, a defect since birth. Scrolls state she’ll have seen twenty winters by the next phase.”

A tut.

“Careful what you call defect, Dominous. The Blood God maketh His creations as He sees fit, even if we struggle to comprehend why. Cursed be the ignorance of man.”

Pressure flattened my stomach before someone fisted my skirts. I squeezed my eyes shut tighter.

“Our moral faults, however, are entirely our own, as this laurel will come to learn. For Blood Demands Blood.” He threw them down, back over my legs, the fabric sticking to sweat-stricken skin.

I knew the urge would pass, but still, I wanted to die. Right now, on this table.

Other, kill me quick. Let me die. Now. Smite me now.

He wouldn’t listen, and perhaps that’s why I felt emboldened to ask. Eventually, I’d be released from the binds, and this would be over. I wanted to see my mother. Gods, I wanted my mother—wanted to be held by her, touched by her, soothed by her.

“She may have fainted.” A clammy palm pressed to the expanse of my temple, testing its heat. I tensed my eyes shut again, hoping no one would demand they open.

“Drop her to the cell, and I’ll amend Druid Capriche’s Book of Turns. No need to alert him this eve…not if you value your head or your rations. The Blood God hath blessed him in fury as well as prophecy.” Murmured agreements accompanied the flapping of leather as my limbs were finally freed.

I snapped my legs shut, swallowing the urge to vomit as olive oil trickled from between me, dripping down my thighs.

Don’t look.

Don’t look.

Don’t look.

I kept my eyes closed the whole way back to the cell, fighting a wince each time a monk righted me with their hands. The world felt…altered, somehow. Bars clanking shut, I traced the walls with both hands, lowering myself to the straw.

Eventually, I opened my eyes, if only to cry.

By the Other, how I cried. Those deep, wracking wails that leave you gasping for breath, face red, eyes puffy.

Yet, for all my noise, the cell beside mine remained silent.

***
Doors of Judgement were plentiful in Thromarra’s capital of Dendra, guarding the entry to every enclave’s chappellum. My mother would try to make me look at them during our Third Day walks through the city, collecting commissions for the guild. Despite her relentless pointing, I never did—blurring my eyes or fixating on the tips of spires and stained-glass windows instead.

Sometimes I’d chanced a look, if only to regret it. Never a phase passed when every door didn’t bear some festering limb speared to the wood: tongues, ears, hands, eyes…wombs.

The Reach of Atonement, however, there was but one of those.

Led by acolytes, flanked by monks, I, alongside others who’d awaited First Day Judgement in the bellies of chappellums, marched down the cobbled streets. There was an art to it: dodging the emptying of chamber pots from above and the mischief of hungry rats at our heels. Beamed faces of houses and shops leered over our procession, each of us destined for penance, countless eyes casting their silent condemnations through latticed windows and the hatches of doors. I stared ahead, the people, buildings, and colours all curdling into one watery smear like owl shit. A hollow numbness replaced the hysteria of yestereve; I had cried enough tears to fill the River of Galae, running dry well before dawn. By the gods, I was thankful for it. I could only hope it would endure the scaffold, the crowds, the whip, and worse still, the knowing eyes of my mother. Step faltering, my slipper dunked into a rust-yellow puddle.

How fortuitous.

I trudged on, trying—and failing—to ignore the squelch of my left shoe.

It appeared after nearly a full turn. Framed by towering pillars of Ovidian rock, a wooden scaffold, erected against the southernmost reach-wall of the Grand Templum, the spiritual home of the Dendralis.

The Reach of Atonement.

It loomed over the vast piazza, absent of its usual market stalls. Before me stretched a long line of souls readying to ascend its bloodstained steps, each awaiting their turn to render their dues—be that by limb, lashing, or scorching.

I rolled my shoulders, trying not to imagine how it might feel between them after Capriche delivered his blows. 

A metallic peal rang through the air, startling a murder of crows from their crumb-pecking. Wings flapped in panicked flight as I ducked, narrowly avoiding a score of talons soaring overhead. Amongst their cawing, a barn owl glided, silent and patient, unlike the rest.

“Make way! Make way! Heathens bound for penance! Let not their profane touch defile ye!”

Assisted by paxiams—armed guards of the Dendralis—an acolyte tolling a bell passed us. In his wake, a dozen or so dark-haired men and women, leashed by collars of hemp, were dragged towards the scaffold.

I couldn’t help the way my nose wrinkled as their bare feet slapped the stone. Heathens were not permitted use of the hot springs for bathing, nor rivers or wells, or to wear shoes, for that matter. 

An uneasy twisting rippled through my gut. They were herded like cattle to the lower left of the reach, apart from the crowds, apart from us. Druids did not penance the heathens—their blessed, albeit violent, touch too much of an honour—that duty fell to the acolytes. They would wait until every other Thromarrian bound for penance had rendered their dues, standing for turns upon turns until the last lash was struck.

I’d never lingered long enough to witness a heathen’s penance. We were permitted to return home once day sank to dusk, and only the perverse stayed beyond what was expected.

Today’s sun was scarcely halfway to its fall, its pale light whitening the highest clouds in the sky. How long until I was home in my cot? Until I might draw my sheets about me and return to before? 

“A long while yet, darling girl.” 

Gods…Demetri.

I fisted my skirts, stained with patches of gods only knows what, trying not to think about him: where he was in the line, or what would happen between us now that we’d been caught.

Glutton for punishment, my neck craned anyhow, eyes wandering to the backs of those farther ahead. 

All women, Demetri’s curled crop of warm brown hair glaringly absent.

The one nearest, broad of hip with hay-bale hair, began to weep. What was her due? I set myself to guess their sins. Perhaps she’d sold an undersized loaf or brewed non-monk-sanctioned ale. Maybe she’d kissed a sweetheart or stolen some coin. Like the cobbler, had she laughed at a druid? Defecated in a book? Sewn another’s sleeve?

Sins in Dendra were plentiful as grain, and the Dendralis never failed to harvest the crop. 

Lost in my game, I didn’t notice the crowd at first, funnelling in from the side streets and alleys. Not until the swelling of their cheers grew impossible to ignore. Some, already calling for penance, eyed our line with a fevered hunger. I avoided their covetous gaze, counting the steps of the scaffold instead. One, two, three… They were greedy. Greedy for a sliver of entertainment on a dreary First Day morn. Four, five, six… Others waited silently, lips thin and hands knotted, worry—or shame—slicking their brows.

Seven, eight, nine… Each chanced look into the deepening mass of bodies proved fruitless, my mother’s knowing eyes nowhere to be found. 

Did I even wish to see her?

She’d call me a fool. I was a fool.

Oh, such fools we’d been. Demetri and I believed ourselves to be so much cleverer than the rest. “Fate is on our side, darling girl. We’ve stuck to our promise, and what is but one tiny sin? You’re always so good.”

But good girls didn’t stand in the penance line; they stood there, in the crowds—wimples secured, dresses starched, hands clasped, heads down. Good girls watched and waited and endured through it all.

A young thing, ten or so paces away, half-hidden in her mother’s pale blue skirts, eyed me warily, her gaze drifting from my yellow-stained slipper to my unbound hair, no doubt knotted and wild. Around her, men and women pointed and jeered. 

I smiled at her, and after a moment, she smiled back—a toothless smile, all gums, just like Adelaide’s a few cycles or so ago. 

“Isolde.” Her mother sneered, yanking her skirts to shield her daughter. “Cast ye eyes away—”

Heat pricked my cheeks, and I honed in on the knot of rope at my wrist, hoping I hadn’t gotten her into too much trouble. 

A hush descended upon the piazza as heavy steps echoed, and a druid ascended the dais.

Capriche?

Head snapping up, I searched for his whip, scanning his hands, waist, and back for its cruel length. That blessed numbness wavered, something far more dangerous stirring at its core, crawling beneath my skin and breaking me out in sweat.

“Have mercy! I am of Druid Tomin’s enclave, not his.” The weeping woman in front of me had rounded on an acolyte, her hands, blotchy and red like the rest of her, clasped to her chest. “I was penanced three fingers for watering the wine; he’ll take the whole hand! Or my arm!” The acolyte stared ahead, a curl to his lips, ignoring her pleas.

“Be still,” a monk hissed, blocking her view of the acolyte. “Druid Vetrius comes for the crusiax, not for thee, tavern wench.”

She whimpered, offering a small, trembling nod, her eyes flickering between him and the scaffold.

Fear, flammable as cotton, buzzed through our line. For there, astride the scaffold, stood not Capriche, but Druid Vetrius.

He was a smudge of black against the reach’s grey stone, his armour wrought of the darkest iron, swallowing the light rather than reflecting it. A shudder crept from the base of my neck to my tailbone as the truth settled once more: I was no smarter, nor cleverer, than the rest.

The Butcher was here.

“To your knees, Dendra! For His Holiness, Druid Vetrius, commander of the crusiax, second only to His Eminence, the High Druid of Dendra! For Blood Demands Blood.”

“For Blood Demands Blood,” we echoed, falling to our knees.

“Rise.”

If Capriche’s point was a twisted spire, then the Butcher’s were knives, three melded to his helm like a crown of swords. Other druids began to line the scaffold behind him, a frontier of black metal: chest plates, pauldrons, veils of chain masking their faces. But none were like him. Not only was he taller, broader than the rest, but there was something other about him. He prowled the dais, animalistic, primal, preternatural in his movements. I bristled, feeling a queer kinship with the hens of my mother’s coop. But it was my hair, not feathers, that rose in his fox-like presence. Druids were predictable in a way: enforcers of rules, champions of scripture. But the Butcher…he was no mere shepherd of an enclave; he was the commander of the crusiax, the holy soldiers of Thromarra, and armed not with a whip but a sword.

I pushed out a breath, sucking in another lungful of damp, late-morning air. If Vetrius was there, then it would be a fruitful First Day indeed. There’d be no mere rodding of knuckles.

Movement at the foot of the reach swung every head left, drawn by the beat of atonement. Every First Day sounded the same—the steady drumming of feet upon wood as Thromarrians mounted the scaffold. Then came the screams. 

Three crusiax, marked by their surcoats, the olive trees stitched to their chests, mounted the platform.

Monks hauled crudely carved chairs upstage, the acolytes following with chains, their links dragging alongside their iron-spiked belts. The first two sat obediently, letting the monks bind them to the wood without protest. But the third…he writhed and squirmed, pleading, begging, threatening, his words indecipherable from my position so far back in the line. I thought not of wooden chairs, but of wooden tables, leather instead of chains, and both of us at the mercy of an acolyte’s hands. My thighs clamped together, but I willed my eyes open. All of Dendra seemed to be looking, and so I looked, too. 

“Dendra.” The Butcher’s voice bouldered through the piazza. I felt it in my chest, turning my bones to mulch. He rarely spoke—I couldn’t recall if I’d ever heard his voice before. Usually, he’d enact his penancings with heavy silence. Even the crowds quietened in the wake of his brutality, Thromarrians quick to learn the limits of what they could stomach.

“Crusiax, the swords of the Dendralis, do not only battle with armies, soldiers, or steel.”

I’d bore witness to a crusiax penance but a handful of times—always gruesome affairs. I squirmed with the knowledge that, this day, I had no mother’s skirts to hide behind.

“They wrestle not only with flesh, but with rulers. With souls. They fight for the salvation of heathens, blind to the Blood God’s mercy. This duty demands not just faith, but courage and strength. And these men”—he turned, a giant gloved hand motioning to the chairs—“have neither.”

With that, he drew the longsword from his back, its wicked tip levelled at the last of the soldiers, still bucking and squirming. Hands twitching to cover my ears, the air thickened with the desire for blood as the crowd erupted.

’Tis a special day when Druid Vetrius penances at the reach.

“This man”—he moved to the side of the wiggling crusiax, towering over his quivering frame—“took three women against their will.” I straightened, disgust at the soldier overwhelming my weak stomach. Dendra jeered and my lip curled, a chant of “Blood Demands Blood” swelling from the heart of the piazza until it filled every mouth. 

“For Blood Demands Blood,” I breathed. Some sins, at least, were worthy of a druid’s wrath. 

Then, he struck.

In one fluid arc, Vetrius’ sword sliced through the air. I blinked once, twice, too slow to shut them completely. The writhing crusiax stilled, face blanching, noticeable even from where I stood in the line. He watched, alongside the rest of us, as his legs toppled to the floor, severed from under his knees.

“The Butcher carves his first cuts!” a nameless voice roared from the piazza’s centre before an explosion of cheers.

Amongst the gushing of blood and his warbled screams, monks and acolytes approached, primed with more weapons. Not weapons, scorchers—rounded stamps of heated iron they’d use to cauterise his wounds. With the hiss of burnt flesh, they sealed each weeping stump, staunching the flow to save some for the offering. A small mercy that it would be done within the templum’s great walls, sparing us witness. Gagging, wishing I hadn’t looked, I retched into the balls of my fists whilst the clamour of Dendra drowned out his cries.

Don’t look.

Don’t look.

Don’t look.

Vetrius lifted his blade, blood running down its side in heavy, red streams.

Facing away, eyes closed, I implored my stomach to settle. By the First, I wanted Demetri, wanted to meet his warm eyes above the heads of our enclave. But then I remembered what I’d see there would be worse than the scaffold. 

“This man”—he stalked away from the mutilated last, towards the crusiax in the centre, the slow thud of his boots rattling the wood, leaving bloody footprints in their wake—“deserted his brothers, left them for dead, surrounded by heathen swords in the Isles of the Other.” 

It was a frenzy now, as even the tavern maid shrieked for justice. Had she so soon forgotten that it would be our turn next? The soldier’s eyes stared vacantly ahead, a sneer crinkling his long, crooked nose as if all this was beneath him. 

I managed to seal my lids just in time.

Another swish of steel, two more
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